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Abstract
In his book, Vyacheslav P. Shestakov conducts a theoretical reconstruction of the 
concept of the ‘Silver Age’ of Russian culture. He highlights three typical features 
that this phenomenon has in common with the European Renaissance: Hellenism, 
aestheticism and eroticism. In an effort to disprove Omry Ronen’s claim that the Sil-
ver Age was an unsuccessful invention of literary scholars, Shestakov calls the Sil-
ver Age “a certain intention, viz. a project of the future.” The monograph includes 
sections on Russian philosophy, painting and ballet.
Keywords Silver Age · Hellenism · Aestheticism · Erotism · Symbolism · Omry 
Ronen
At first, the expression ‘The Silver Age’ was just a colorful metaphor to describe the 
new currents in Russian literature and philosophy that flourished in the early twen-
tieth century. In the 1970s, foreign Slavic studies scholars tried to turn this meta-
phor into a concept. And in 1997, Omry Ronen published a book with the catchy 
title The Fallacy of the Silver Age in Twentieth-century Russian Literature. This vol-
ume opened the book series “Sign/Text/Culture: Studies in Slavic and Comparative 
Semiotics” (Harwood Academic Publishers, Amsterdam).
According to Ronen, the Silver Age is at best a terminological dummy, and at 
worst a myth that creates a deceptive appearance of understanding a complex cul-
tural phenomenon. For this reason, “as it sometimes happens with other objects of 
unquestioned veneration, both the term and the concept it supposedly implies go 
stale, and an adverse reaction to it begins to take shape” (Ronen 1997, p. 4). The 
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Editor-in-Chief of the series, Vyacheslav Ivanov, in his Foreword to Ronen’s book, 
supported this view, although he expressed doubt that “it is possible to change the 
standard use of this term, however incorrect” (p. 4). (xii). A protracted controversy 
has erupted, and its effects continue to this day.
The author of the reviewed book Vyacheslav Shestakov agrees that some Slavic 
studies scholars misused the term ‘Silver Age’ by applying it incorrectly and uncriti-
cally, but “this does not mean that the very phenomenon designated by this term 
never existed” (p. 12).
Shestakov is a well-known aesthetician and art historian. In his youth he was 
close to Aleksei F. Losev, who is often called ‘the last philosopher of the Russian 
Silver Age.’ As the scientific editor of the Philosophical Encyclopedia, Shestakov 
lobbied for the inclusion of the disgraced Losev among its authors. In co-authorship 
with Losev he wrote History of Aesthetic Categories (1965). Later on, Shestakov 
authored a number of books on a variety of topics, such as Renaissance aesthetics, 
English humour and caricature, the intellectual biographies of Churchill and Witt-
genstein, Ernst Gombrich and Henry Fuseli, and much more. He even published, in 
his own translation, a volume of poems by Wystan Hugh Auden.
In the reviewed book, Shestakov attempts to turn the term “Silver Age” into a 
full-fledged concept describing not only Russian literature of the early twentieth 
century, but also other areas of culture—philosophy, painting, music and ballet. This 
concept is designed to capture not some external features or general signs of time, 
but the fundamental aesthetic attitudes of the Russian art of that era, its substantiel-
ler Inhalt (substantial content), as Hegel would say. What are these attitudes?
Shestakov finds some hints from Nikolai Berdyaev. This philosopher wrote a 
lot about the “spiritual Renaissance,” which occurred in twentieth century Russia. 
Berdyaev considered symbolism and aestheticism to be distinguishing features of 
that Renaissance. Shestakov adds to this, eroticism, the cult of love in the sense of 
Plato and Vladimir Solovyov.
The Russian Silver Age, like the European Renaissance, “singled out ancient his-
tory as a model to follow and comment.”
Of course, the ‘Russian Renaissance’ has only etymological resemblance to 
the Italian one, although there are some typological features in both of them, 
such as the orientation to ancient culture, the desire for love and beauty, etc… 
The Italian Renaissance was the dawn of European culture, while the Russian 
Renaissance is its late fall. But the latter is closer to the modern man. (pp. 6–7)
Thus, the Russian Silver Age finds its place in the history of European art. Shesta-
kov makes an important reservation, though: Silver Age culture lacked both the fun-
damental Renaissance principle of man’s dignitas and its idea of the central position 
of man in the Universe. Nevertheless, the cultural revolution of the Silver Age was 
highly appreciated in the West, and in ballet it produced a real sensation.
In an effort to substantively refute Omry Ronen’s claim about the Silver Age as 
an unsuccessful fiction, invented by literary scholars, Shestakov calls the Silver Age
a certain intention (zamysel), viz. a project of the future. In this epoch, there 
were many glances back at the past history, but there was also a persistent 
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futurological intention, the desire to see the future in the image of harmony 
and beauty. This aspiration was in many ways utopian; that is why the Russian 
Silver Age became a short-term phenomenon of Russian history and culture. 
But at the same time, it realized the best potentials of Russian intellectualism. 
(p. 13)
Having no chance for practical self-realization in social environment, Russian intel-
lectuals (certainly not all of them, but still a significant part of the artistic elite) 
directed their eyes toward the future. They began to construct this future in an imagi-
nary plan, with the help of symbols and abstractions, demonstratively breaking with 
the dull Russian reality. But they soon discovered, not without surprise, that these 
abstractions were capable of becoming a reality.
The Russian revolutions shook the foundations of the old social order and were 
perceived by many intellectuals (among which artists and aesthetically minded phi-
losophers dominated) as a practical realization of a grandiose futuristic project. 
Starting with a passively contemplative decadence, in an English manner, the Silver 
Age then moved on to abstract symbolic “world-making,” or even “god-building” (a 
philosophical heresy in Russian Marxism).
Shestakov’s monograph includes three sections: “Philosophy,” “Painting” and 
“Ballet.” The most famous phenomenon of Russian art of the Silver Age, namely 
poetry, is practically neglected. Each section consists of several essays, most of 
which have been previously published as separate works. Perhaps that is why the 
quality of the text of the book is uneven: in some places paragraphs do not match 
each other and several fragments are repeated verbatim. It seems that with this book 
Shestakov summarizes the research he has been doing over the past decades.
The three essays included in the first, philosophical section, discuss key Renais-
sance features of the Silver Age, such as a special attitude towards Antiquity, the 
phenomena of eroticism, and aestheticism. As Shestakov shows, the Silver Age has 
actively borrowed modern Western trends and fads, continuing them in its own way. 
Antiquity, for example, was viewed through the Nietzschean prism of Dionisian and 
Apollonian origins. For Russian symbolists, Friedrich Nietzsche became the oracle 
that pointed the way to the “religion of creative life,” as Andrei Bely put it.
According to Bely, the world is based on a relationship of two forces—dynam-
ics and statics. The spirit of development is embodied in music, which car-
ries the rhythm of life. Then myth is born, hiding the musical essence of the 
world to balance the rhythm with the image. The mutual struggle of rhythm 
and image, of Apollo and Dionysus, fills all human history, but it is most ade-
quately represented in the ancient culture. (p. 21)
Dmitry Merezhkovsky expended much effort in attempting to bring Nietzsche closer 
to the great Russian writers, from Pushkin to Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, and thus to 
renew Christianity, synthesizing it with Nietzschean “paganism.” Vyacheslav Ivanov 
also tried to implement this kind of synthesis of Dionysus with Christ, with a fair 
admixture of occultism.
The Silver Age owes much for its principle of aestheticism to Nietzsche and to 
Oscar Wilde. The Russian philosopher Konstantin Leontiev made his weighty 
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contribution, too. His ideas were disseminated amongst artists by Vasily Rozanov 
when the latter actively collaborated with the literary magazine Mir Iskusstva [The 
World of Art].
At the very end of the nineteenth century, “Russian philosophers [discovered] a 
new, and unknown until then, topic of philosophical Eros, which [became] perhaps 
the most relevant to the Russian philosophical Renaissance” (p. 26). Despite the fact 
that Russian writers and poets deeply explored the theme of sexual love, for Russian 
philosophers–fully absorbed in social, political and ethical issues this–this topic had 
long been a blind spot. Rozanov called the former Russian philosophers, as well 
as Western positivists, “asexualists.” The end of the nineteenth century marked an 
erotic revolution in Russian philosophy.
Its peculiar trait was the desire to unite into one whole the philosophical, reli-
gious, psychological, and aesthetic aspects of love. In this sense, Russian Eros 
is rather a direct heir to the neo-Platonic Renaissance philosophy than Euro-
pean positivism… This syncretism is one of the characteristic features of the 
philosophy of love in Russia, as it was formed during the Silver Age. (p. 30)
Shestakov distinguishes two main approaches to the study of love: platonic (repre-
sented by Vladimir Solovyov, Nikolai Berdyaev, Lev Karsavin, Boris Vysheslavtsev, 
etc.) and theological (typified by Pavel Florensky, Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Lossky, 
Ivan Ilyin). In the platonic one, love is considered as a way of harmonizing spiritual 
and bodily principles, overcoming egoism, and as such as a moral revival of man. 
Through love, the unconditional meaning of another individuality is affirmed. The 
theological approach party reactivated the medieval idea of love as a caritas—com-
passion, mercy, pity.
Rozanov attempted to find a third way, a kind of midway between philosophy 
and religion: his God is sexual. In the beginning, there was not Word or Logos, but 
Sex and Eros. God is a sexual being, and man gets to know God “at the point of 
Sex.” Hence Rozanov criticizes Christianity as the “negative religion” which has 
frozen sexuality and tied it up with a thousand prohibitions, branding it a sinful fall. 
Monastic asceticism has become a supreme virtue. But the sex question is the most 
important philosophical issue. For humankind, it is a question of life and death, 
whether to be or not to be.
The second section of Shestakov’s book is the largest in the volume with the least 
theoretical content. It tells the story of Mir Iskusstva magazine, recounts the first 
steps taken by Sergey Diaghilev as a critic and the magazine editor, discusses the 
Pre-Raphaelites painting and the history of this brotherhood of artists. Diaghilev 
was an adherent of pure aestheticism, he protested against the submission of art to 
moral or utilitarian purposes. Not an original art theorist, Diaghilev borrowed his 
views mainly from John Ruskin whom he considered “the greatest aesthete of our 
century.” In this second section, art historians are unlikely to find much new mate-
rial, but for the average reader this is a quite interesting and informative portion of 
the book.
Finally, the third section focuses on Russian ballet as a “perfect synthesis of 
all existing arts” (Diaghilev). The idea, again, is not new in itself—it was adopted 
from the aesthetics of German Romanticism and implemented by the opera 
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composer Richard Wagner. Shestakov draws a parallel between Wagnerian and 
Diaghilev’s Total Work of Art projects (Gesamtkunstwerk). In Diaghilev’s bal-
let, painting takes the place of a literary word that was in the centre of Wagner’s 
opera formula. World-class artists, from Bakst and Benoit to Picasso and Matisse, 
not only made sets and costumes, but also
participated in the development of the main lines of dance and the entire 
mise-en-scène. Thus, the synthesis of arts, which has long been dreamed 
of by artists, was carried out, with the artist playing a dominant role in this 
synthesis. As the French theater historian Raymond Cogniat wrote, “in the 
early years of Diaghilev’s ballets—the era of great discoveries—painting 
commanded the play.” (p. 152)
Now, let us return to the goal stated by Shestakov in the Preface to his book—to 
prove that the Silver Age was not a fiction, but an intention—and try to assess the 
extent to which the author managed to achieve this aim. First of all, the logic of 
his reasoning should be exposed.
So, the three features common to all genres and currents of Silver Age art are 
marked out: the rediscovery of antiquity, eroticism and aestheticism. All the art 
forms that are devoid of these features are not part of the Silver Age, even if they 
historically coexisted with modern Russian ballet and the poetry of symbolism. 
Everything that does not fit the ‘silver’ pattern is simply ignored.
The author goes on to demonstrate, using a wealth of examples, the presence 
of each of the three features in philosophy, painting and ballet. And only those 
works of art and philosophical theories in which these features dominate are 
taken into account. The final conclusion is as follows:
The notion of the ‘Silver Age’ was not, as some Western critics think, an 
empty set of beautiful words, and certainly not a fiction, let alone an inven-
tion. On the contrary, it was the intent of a new artistic culture and art, 
imbued with deep philosophical reflections on the past and the future of 
domestic and world art. (p. 184)
Could this be taken as a rebuttal of Omry Ronen’s thesis? I doubt it. Ronen never 
denied either similar intentions in modern Russian culture, or the presence of 
“deep philosophical reflections” upon art, let alone upon the value of artistic 
works. Ronen has only shown that the ancient cliché Saeculum argenteum (the 
Silver Age) is not suitable for understanding the history of Russian poetry. Com-
monplaces are contra-indicated for poetry.
And Shestakov’s own thought process confirms rather than disproves the label 
of ‘invention.’ A few of the most powerful, fertile branches on the tree of Rus-
sian art are selected and declared the ‘Silver Age’ based on the principle of hav-
ing some similar features. The notion obtained by this method of operating with 
abstractions (Hellenism, aestheticism, eroticism, and the ‘Silver Age’ as their 
integral) should be qualified as the author’s deliberate invention. There is nothing 
wrong with such an invention, I emphasize. This is the most typical modus oper-
andi in cultural studies. A great many notions are constructed in such a way—in a 
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way of describing similar features of phenomena without establishing their inter-
nal causes and relationships to phenomena of another kinds. Shestakov’s book 
makes an interesting and rewarding reading; it is written in a good style and cor-
responds quite closely to the author’s intent.
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